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House Education Considers Reductions to Substance Abuse Professionals
Deb Haskin, director of the Substance Abuse Professionals (SAP) association, gave an overview of the SAPs.  Committee Chair Johanna Donovan spoke about the Committee’s strong support for the program.

Agency of Human Services (AHS) Secretary Doug Racine was asked for his opinion on funding for SAPs.  He explained that he would rather this program continue, as with the other $44 million of programs that were cut in the proposed AHS budget.  “Developmental and mental health services cuts are most concerning.”  He went on to explain that he is looking at other opportunities to create savings, like finding federal funding for information technology and finding savings in Corrections. He also clarified that crisis services are the first priority.
It was reported to the Committee that some of the SAP programs are more effective than others.  Some schools contribute to the costs some don’t.  Overall, Vermont is doing a pretty good job of delaying use of alcohol, drugs and tobacco, but by age 21 our substance abuse rates are similar to other states.

The Secretary pointed out that one half of AHS funds go to non-profits. He also noted that they are looking at the impact of potential federal reductions.  
In relation to substance abuse services, Doug said they are looking at the continuum of services, but there is no system at this point. He is planning an analysis of the substance abuse system as a summer project.  “If we rebuild SAP, I would like to be able to evaluate the outcomes better.”
Secretary Racine mentioned that southern Vermont has higher special education costs, but northern VT has higher Medicaid costs.  The Jeffords Center at the University of Vermont is looking at this.  “I would like to get a better handle on the interplay of these two funding sources” Doug said. AHS planning and research staffs were cut, so there is a limited ability to research outcomes.
Kate Larose of Department of Education spoke about the Tobacco Use Prevention (TUP) grants.  There is quite a bit of overlap between the SAP and TUP grants.
Ken Page from the School Principles Association spoke in favor of funding for SAPs. The SAP at his school offered life skills training. He sees SAPs as integral to both prevention and intervention. The focus is on the same at-risk kids who underachieve academically.
Advocacy Hearing Held by the House Appropriations Committee
On February 22nd and 23rd the House Appropriations Committee accepted testimony at the State House, allowing each person to testify for 2 minutes. 

Karen LaFayette, the Director of Vermont Low Income Advocacy Coalition (VLIAC) gave testimony on IDEA funding which allows individuals to save money and receive match to start businesses, purchase homes or go to school.  The funds are used for counseling and education.
Ed Paquin, the Director of Vermont Disability Rights (VDR) and President of Vermont Coalition of Disabilities Rights, testified that our State’s efforts in supporting humans services have paid off, especially when compared to many other states in the country.  For example we have successfully: closed Brandon Training School, downsized Vermont State Hospital and developed home and community based services for elders and people with disabilities.  The proposed budget cuts will create problems: individuals with developmental disabilities and mental illness often end up in criminal justice or needing higher cost supports if their needs are not met.  

Max Barrows, Outreach coordinator for Green Mountain Self-Advocates reminded the committee that over the last 3 years we have experienced budget cuts.  Relying on families and friends does not work well, because many individuals are taken advantage of and abused, often by their own families. 

Ken Gordon, of the Northeast Kingdom Area Agency on Aging representing all area agencies on aging (AAAs) highlighted the cuts to three programs: eldercare clinicians, AAAs and choices for care.  He described how all of these cuts will make it more difficult for seniors and people to stay at home.  If more people go to nursing homes then the state will not save money.
Sheila Reed of Voices for Vermont’s Children commented on the DCF budget.  She supports the redesign of the eligibility processes and hiring of 18 social workers for the family service division. However, she pointed out that the residential care system is vulnerable and can not support additional cuts. 
A woman from Barre spoke about how her brother committed suicide and then she thought of committing suicide, too.  She used alcohol to self medicate which impacted her children.  Her father called the screeners at WCMHS to intervene. Now she uses the outpatient services and feels that she will be able to manage better in the future.
Margaret Joyal, Director of Outpatient Services at WCMHS and Chair of Council Outpatient Directors group described the people served by the designated agency outpatient programs around the state. Two thirds of people served have incomes below $20,000 and with the proposed change, switching people from Catamount to VHAP, more will be uninsured. Currently her agency has 50 people waiting for outpatient services.  If the proposed cuts go forward 60 or more people will be added to waiting list. The budget reductions over the last few years have already led to a 30% increase in mobile crisis calls. She does not think we will be adequately prepared to meet the demand of emerging state initiatives like the Blueprint and the Corrections severe functionally impaired (SFI) initiatives. 

Erin Shasimy, a student at Johnston State College and board member of Northeast Family Institute (NFI) spoke of the value of the mental health services she received.  She explained that NFI is important because she grew up in foster homes.  “NFI is where I found a place. My 15th Foster mom through NFI is going to adopt me.  Everyone should find their root and base.  Without NFI kids don’t have chance.  Without them I would not have a base.  I have a good future.  I wouldn’t have it without NFI.”
Mark Froid the Director of Counseling Services in the Lamoille School District explained that he is concerned about the elimination of SAPs.  The elimination of SAP counselors, he stated, could have a devastating affect on schools and efforts to prevent suicide. If Vermont eliminates the program, we will not be able to rebuild the infrastructure.
Debby Haskins director of the SAP Association said that 90% of the cost of substance abuse is spent on the problems caused by it.  Only 1% of the funding is currently directed at treatment and 1% is spent on prevention, while 8% is spent for control of substances.  The cut of SAP’s cuts the full 1% for prevention.  A parent said losing SAP infrastructure will be creating the same problem as the bridge to NY that wasn’t maintained.
Cecelia Teague a board member of Northeast Family Institute spoke about her two children who have had mental illness.  She explained that mental illness in children is unclear and often leads to suicide.  She urged them not to cut the mental health budget for children.

Karen Schwartz from the VT Developmental Disabilities Council spoke about the DA cuts to children and youth with autism and developmental disabilities who are served by the children’s mental health system.  She also explained the budgeted shortfall in developmental disabilities caseload funds. She shared information on impact of the last cuts like loss of employment and flexible family funding.

Pam McCarthy, Director of Vermont Family Network supports flexible family funding. We hear consistently how important this is to families. She expressed concern about the proposed cuts to developmental and mental health supports – these services are essential for the Integrated Family Services and other initiatives for children and families.

Alex Forbes of the Vermont Psychological Association and the Council of mental health providers spoke against the proposal to roll Catamount into VHAP because it will have unintended consequences.  It will reduce access to preventive care, she explained, because 3 out of 5 primary care visits relate to behavioral or psychological issues. Her organizations recommend using premiums or co-payments to avoid the currently proposed high deductible.  The switch from Catamount to VHAP will lead to a 17- 23% reduction in reimbursements to mental health clinicians.

Kay Van Wort spoke on behalf of the Medicaid Advisory Board.  She shared a letter of principles. One of the principles calls for fair and reasonable reimbursement for providers because low reimbursement rates reduce access to care.  She also spoke against the proposed cuts to developmental and mental health services.
Tracy Thrasher from Barre testified that facilitated communication has been essential in his life and has given him his voice.  “I have typed life goals and seen it happen. Without it I would be dead or in an institution.” He elaborated that “without the supports from WCMHS I would not be here telling my story.  Please consider not cutting developmental and mental health services.  I need well trained staff.”
Rick Duge used facilitated communication to say “I have autism and I use facilitated communication.  It is important that I have a trained staff.  I have used WCMHS for 10 years.  I deliver meals on wheels and work out at First in Fitness.  I walk dogs.  I am on the facilitated communication task force.  I was a scared boy.  I graduated from school and have real relationships.”
Kim Daniel of Northfield spoke about her three children who have developmental disabilities.  She explained the importance of funding for Graduates. One son’s disability causes him to be aggressive.  The challenges are tremendous she stated.  

Katina Cummings the Director of NAMI-VT gave the big picture of mental health cuts and noted that if outpatient and in-home services are cut hospital and institutional services, and the associated costs, will increase. She urged the legislators to lead on this issue that affects 30,000 Vermonters

Anne Hopkins Grosse a mother of a child with autism gave heartfelt testimony.  She described her family’s challenges with her son who has autism. He has been hospitalized repeatedly. She and her husband worried that he might need to be institutionalized.  They are served by Families First using a developmental disabilities waiver with highly trained staff.  She believes that funding for these waivers should be non-negotiable.
Timothy Hicks of Spaulding High School spoke in favor on SAPs.  He was charged with buying narcotics, but then with support from SAPs he quit using substances.  They helped him change his life.  Dawn Voitress, a SAP at Spaulding High School, said students like Tim will loose access to needed support because the other school counselors are stretched too thin.

Chuck Myers, Executive Director of NFI, urged the Committee not to cut children’s mental health services.  Families are in tough places financially.  He explained that the families who come to NFI are more stressed than ever and the kids are defenseless.  He reminded the committee that they work with adults and kids to avoid out-of home care.

Senate Health and Welfare Takes Testimony on Human Services
Debby Haskin described the Work of Student Assistant Professionals (SAPs).  She emphasized that they are not being cut, they are being eliminated. It was then clarified that some schools self-fund and others use blended funding.  Debby was not sure of the source of the funds. She thought it might be tobacco funds.  She said one out of four children live in a home where there is addiction.  
Dotty Newburg, a SAP from Addison County, explained that the role of the school counselors and mental health workers is limited to working with specific families and specific kids.  SAPs can work with any children “pre-diagnosis”. She did acknowledge some collaboration between the different school professions.
Karen Schwartz of the Developmental Disabilities Council spoke to the Committee about the proposed cuts to designated agencies.  Some children with developmental disabilities are supported by the mental health budget. The proposed under funding of developmental services will translate into current consumers receiving service cuts.  She emphasized that we are already at bare bones.  For instance rates of employment for individuals with developmental disabilities have dropped from 38% to 36% and Flexible Family Funding stipends went from $1300 to $990 per year. DAIL went from having 12 to 2.5 quality reviewers.  People with cognitive disabilities are the poorest of the poor; the individuals who live in developmental homes have just $115 available per month for spending money.  
Ed Paquin the Executive Director of Disabilities Rights Vermont (DRV) and President of the Coalition of Disabilities Rights told the Committee that nearly one fifth of Vermonters have disabilities.  Ed reviewed the development of deinstitutionalization and the development of the disabilities rights movement in Vermont.  He described the increase use of contracted workers, instead of staff workers at designated agencies and spoke about the reductions in the System of Care Plan priorities.  Originally, the Plan was supposed to be a plan for community resources to replace the institutions. He described how it’s become a rationing tool. Plus, he noted, now there are fewer eyes on consumers.  The oversight that should be there, the checks and balances are gone. He expressed his concern, “I don’t have the confidence that the people who live in the community have adequate eyes on.”
Senator Ayer, the chair of the Senate Health and Welfare Committee asked for Ed’s recommendation on the budget. He referred back to when he was on the House Human Services Committee, “we would look at the program and consider the affects of the proposed budget.  You need to consider that you are setting up the next 10 years.  If too many folks have nothing to do with their day, they will end up in Corrections.  I don’t think the mental health and developmental services (lack of caseload) cuts are well advised.  In choices for care if you put enough pressure on families so they can no longer keep elders at home, you will be reelected and dealing with these “drastic” cuts for years to come. What’s scariest to me after watching for 20 years is that the erosion has been going on continually.  Drug and alcohol issues are getting worse. Many people in corrections have mental health and substance abuse issues.  The Alpha unit is not technically on segregation, but essentially they are confined and segregated for mental health reasons or to prevent them from cutting themselves.” 
Barb Prine an attorney with the Disability Law Program at Vermont Legal Aide spoke in opposition to the governor’s budget proposal for developmental services. “This program is such a good deal” she offered that the average cost at Brandon Training school the last few year averaged $289,000 per person while the average in DS waiver is just $54,000 and those high cost individuals from Brandon are still being served. The only option besides cutting is a wait list, which Disability Law thinks is illegal.

Barb believes that Choices for Care and developmental services are great programs run by very good people at the state and locally.  When asked about family and neighbors providing services Barb said the person she is talking about will not get such services as the person is very unpleasant to work with. In addition, some people live in very rural settings. Also some families are going to say this is now too much for me and I can’t do it any longer. “This is penny wise and pound foolish.”  

Marie Zura the Director of Developmental Services for the Howard Center reminded the committee that developmental services have been reduced by $7 million over the last three years.  This next proposed cut is for $7.6 million in one year. Marie explained that for her agency, alone, this cut is for over $1.3 million.  
Marie gave examples of the people she serves.  She described a 15 year old boy with Autism.  “He is a big guy, he has been attacking his mother. She has lots of supports, but she can no longer do it.  There are no precursors to when he becomes violent”.  There is a spectrum of people served, including offenders.  She gave an example of a man who sodomized an 8 year old in a church basement.  She said that they keep eyes on him 24 hours a day.  He has therapy, but continues to fantasize about raping staff.  When Marie has to cut her program by $1.3 million, she can’t cut services to these consumers, so the cuts will be as high as 12% for other consumers.  Marie explained how people who were not at-risk could become at risk due to these cuts.  

Senator Sally Fox asked DAIL Commissioner Wehry about a new grant: The Money Follows the Person. The Commissioner said that it is a very narrowly defined grant designed to meet the needs of people living in nursing homes for more than 90 days, who would rather live elsewhere.  She thinks some people could be identified and the state could use transition coordinators to augment what they need in community. The Commissioner said that when she met with the developmental disability directors last week she asked them to take a longer view.  She thinks they have some of the best expertise in person-centered care.  She went on to say the she had not heard back from the directors in 4 days. “I would like to receive their proposals,” implying that she had requested proposals to do the grant work.  This is not what the developmental services directors had heard.
This week’s schedule
Legislators are on break until March 8th.
 For more information or to take action:
(        Legislative home page: http://www.leg.state.vt.us
(        Sergeant-at-Arms Office: (802) 828-2228 or (800) 322-5616
(        State House fax (to reach any member): (802) 828-2424
(        State House mailing address (to reach any member):      
                                    Your Legislator
                                    State House
                                    115 State Street, Drawer 33
                                    Montpelier, VT  05633-5501
(        Email, home address and phone: Legislators' email addresses and home contacts may be found on the Legislature home page at http://www.leg.state.vt.us
(        Governor Peter Shumlin (802) 828-3333 or http://governor.vermont.gov/
The purpose of the legislative update is to inform individuals who are interested in developmental, mental health and substance abuse services about legislative advocacy, policy development and activities that occur in the State Legislature. The Vermont Council is a non-profit trade association whose membership consists of 16 designated developmental and mental health agencies.
For further information contact Julie Tessler at (802) 223-1773 or email julie@vtcouncil.org
